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CHALLENGES IN THE CODIFICATION  
OF ENDANGERED LANGUAGES:  








Tsakonian is an endangered language in need of codification and 
digitization in order to allow its universal access and dissemination. This 
paper focuses on the processes of codification within a language planning 
framework and provides a historical review of the „graphization‟ initiatives 
of the language in order to shed light on its evolvement to the present date. 
Of interest is how „unplanned‟ language planning activities influenced by 
political, social and economic factors at the micro-level have affected these 
processes in the present case. A valid and reliable script institutionalized 
by the local community is vital in the creation of an emerging standard. 
This is essential for the development of the Tsakonian corpus via the 
uniform transcription of the language and transliteration of existing texts 
supporting the language‟s transmission and survival. The scientific, 
educational, technical and political issues involved in the development of a 
standard script and writing system are examined. A democratic model of 
language planning is proposed where the community is an active agent in 











as a modern descendant of Laconian Doric, a dialect of Ancient Greek. It is spoken in 
the Peloponnese in the municipality of South Kynouria by a population according to 
Ethnologue of about 300 speakers. However, sources in the Community
4
 claim a 
much larger number
5
. It is divided into three subdialects: Northern Tsakonian, 
Southern Tsakonian and Propontis Tsakonian, the last of which is now extinct. In the 
past, „Tsakonia‟ was not confined to the area of the present day but reached all the 
way to Vatika which is in the southern tip of Laconia (Liosis 2007). The Tsakonians 
led a transhumant pastoral lifestyle characterized by seasonal migration. This resulted 
in substrate influence in the language from contact with other local dialects 
throughout the ages witnessed in the varieties that survive today. Even though 
Tsakonian is mutually unintelligible with Modern Greek there is a definite continuity 
from Ancient Greek supported by linguistic, historical and archaeological evidence 
(Buck 1910, Jeffrey 1961, Miller 2014 & Striano 2015). Tsakonian is in need of 
codification and digitization in order to allow its universal access and dissemination.  
This study examines the processes of codification within a greater language 
planning framework. It provides a historical review of the „graphization‟ initiatives of 
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the language in order to shed light on its evolvement to the present date. Emphasis is 
placed on the importance of an emerging standard towards the development of the 
Tsakonian corpus. Its main aim is to report on the scientific, educational, technical 
and political challenges involved in the development of a standard script and 
orthography in this particular community.  
 
2. Language Planning and Codification 
It is important to examine where codification fits into language planning in order to 
understand its role in the greater scheme of things and in this case for Tsakonian. First 
of all, it must be said that regional language planning should be at the community 
level and should solve local problems that address local needs and not to serve the 
agendas of external bodies. Even though national assistance, for example in the form 
of financial and/or logistical support, would support local efforts, strategic decisions 
that reflect local beliefs and values need to be made by the community itself. 
(Liddicoat & Baldauf 2008). In the initial stages this involves defining the 
community‟s language aims in order to set the parameters of the language planning 
framework. It is within this framework the various processes are to be carried out by 
appointed agents that will lead to the desired products to be given back to the 
community. One or a combination of these micro-level goals may include the 
language‟s preservation, standardization, reform, modernization or revival. The aims 
will determine how the stages of language planning will be carried out. In one model 
of language planning, the first stage is status planning which defines the function of 
the language, followed by corpus planning which defines its form (Hornberger 2006, 
Kloss 1969). Whereas status planning is the responsibility of the community, corpus 
planning involves the expertise of linguists. The last stage is acquisition planning 
which deals with the language‟s transmission which is the responsibility of applied 
linguists (Cooper 1989, Hornberger 2006). In another well known model, the stages 
consist of selection, codification, implementation and elaboration (Haugen 1966). In 
this model, selection refers to the choice of a language variety, codification refers to 
the standardization of the selected linguistic code, implementation is the acceptance of 
the linguistic standard decided upon in the previous stages which includes a marketing 
strategy for the new codified standard and finally elaboration refers to the 
development of terminology of the new codified language to meet modern 
communicative demands. Codification, which is the main concern of this paper, is 
part of corpus planning and is divided into three stages: graphization (developing a 
writing system), grammaticalization (deciding on grammar rules), and lexicalization 
(identifying the vocabulary) (Haugen 1983). In light of the outline above let us now 
look at the current state of affairs of Tsakonian and in particular the graphization of 
the language. 
The fact that there is no formal central authority making uniform language 
planning decisions for Tsakonian has led to the emergence of various orthographic 
models which are in competition with each other. This is a result of what Baldauf 
(1993: 82) refers to as the “unplanned” features in language planning which he 
explains coexist along with the “planned”. He warns that the language planner is wise 
not to ignore these “unplanned” features which can interfere with the “planned” in 
irregular ways. In the case of Tsakonian, the fact that national language planning has 
not included provisions for dialects in Greece has allowed for “unplanned” language 
planning in order to meet the needs of divergent goals both at the micro and macro 
level. The evolvement of this “unplanned” language planning along with its results 
gives insights into the social, political and economic variables involved in this 
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particular community. “Language planners need to consider the problems raised by 
this lack of planning, and scholars need to document more thoroughly its effects” 
(Baldauf 1993: 86).  
 
3. Graphization Initiatives 
Variant scripts have been arbitrarily created for Tsakonian over the years to meet the 
needs of linguists while documenting and describing the language (see table at end of 
section)
6
. The first serious initiative undertaken was by Michael Deffner with his 
grammar Zakonische Grammatik in 1881 and Dictionary of the Tsakonian Dialect in 
1923. Deffner‟s script for Tsakonian consists of the Modern Greek alphabet 
supplemented by diacritics to represent the contrastive phonemic elements distinct to 
the language. His orthography follows Modern Greek orthographic conventions. Even 
though the reliability of some of Deffner‟s work has been questioned, it must be noted 
that, as far as his script is concerned, Scutt (1912: 142) claims that “unlike all his 
predecessors Deffner was extremely accurate in his statement of facts, used a clear, 
phonetic system of spelling and classified the peculiarities of the dialect with great 
care and detail”. An important milestone to follow is Pernot‟s grammar Introduction à 
l’Étude du Dialecte Tsakonien in 1934. Joseph (2012: 423) gives weight to his work 
by saying that “Pernot (1934) is the most authoritative presentation of Tsakonian 
grammar before there was serious influence -- evident in small amounts even in 
Pernot‟s time -- from the standard language on the form of Tsakonian. Present-day 
Tsakonian is still distinctive, but shows ever-increasing standard language influence”. 
Pernot was interested in describing the language within a scientific linguistics 
framework and used a phonetic script based on the French system of that time, 
Rousselot-Gilliéron. What is important is that Pernot‟s study cites words transcribed 
in the orthographic script with diacritics mentioned above for which he also offers a 
phonetic transcription. Therefore, a contrastive analysis can be made between the two 
in order to gain a deeper insight into the phonetic values of the former. Pernot‟s key 
informant was Thanasis Costakis with whom he wrote A Brief Grammar of the 
Tsakonian Dialect in 1933.
7
 Costakis went on to write A Brief Grammar of the 
Tsakonian Dialect on Northern and Propontis Tsakonian in 1951 and his three volume 
Dictionary of the Tsakonian Dialect in 1986 published by the Academy of Athens 
which also uses an orthographic script similar to Deffner‟s. It is the accumulation of 
Costakis‟ lifework of over thirty years worth of research and by far the most 
comprehensive work done on the language. Agathocles Charalambopoulos, a Greek 
linguist who did his PhD thesis (1980) on the phonological system of Tsakonian 
(discussed below), admits that, apart from a few discrepancies (according to his 
study), of all the scripts to date, it is the most reliable phonetically (personal 
communication, 8 August, 2016). Costakis uses a prescriptive approach to 
lexicography as his goal was not only to describe the language but to create an 
emerging standard. For each lemma he also provides local varieties, etymology and 
examples of usage where available making it an invaluable record of the language. 
Costakis‟ script and orthographic conventions have been adopted locally by the 
Community and in particular the Tsakonian Archive to transcribe, publish and archive 
existing texts in the language through their journal Chronicles of Tsakonia. The 
Archive has also published the first Tsakonian coursebook “Tsakonian Chronicles” 
(2006, reprinted in 2011) by Sotiris Lysikatos which is an anthology of short stories 
used to teach the language. With the use of this material, Costakis‟ script and 
orthography is being tested through informal observation in the classroom by the 
teachers who are also native speakers and who are a great source of feedback on its 
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practicality and functionality. Even though there are some differences amongst the 
scripts described above, they represent the first orthographic model proposed for the 
Tsakonian language, that is, the use of the Modern Greek alphabet supplemented by 
diacritics. However, this script has posed some problems which have led to the 
creation of a second orthographic model discussed below.  
The Tsakonian script with diacritics described above has not been included in any 
character encoding standard to date and therefore there is no support for its digital use. 
As a result, a new orthographic model has emerged with the use of the Modern Greek 
alphabet without any special markings at all for the contrastive phonemic features of 
the language in an attempt to bypass the digital barrier. An example of this is an 
attempt to digitize Deffner‟s dictionary (1923) as part of a school project still in 
progress under the supervision of primary school teachers in Leonidion. The children 
of the local primary school are using the dictionary to collect sound files of all the 
words by local native speakers of the language in an effort to record its diachronic 
development. The dictionary along with all the sound files collected to date have been 
transcribed with the Modern Greek alphabet without any further special markings and 
recently uploaded
8
 to the school‟s official website. Their reasoning is that since the 
transcriptions are accompanied by sound files, one can hear the pronunciation of the 
word and this should compensate for not using a marked script which Deffner‟s 
dictionary originally uses
9
 however for which there is no technical support. It must 
also be noted, that in an attempt to collect a descriptive sample of the language, the 
sound files have been collected by various speakers throughout the wider area which 
has led to a lot of variability in the data. This may not lend itself for educational 
purposes especially for learners just beginning to learn Tsakonian as a second 
language. A prescriptive approach for educational purposes should be considered in 
the community‟s language planning. However, the effort must be praised as this 
shows that the community can play an active role in the language‟s documentation 
whose process and final product at the same time can prove to be an invaluable 
language learning tool. Another example of the use of this orthographic model is the 
publication of the fairy tales, “Little Red Riding Hood” and “Cinderella” translated 
into Tsakonian by the author Eleni Manou
10
. This may solve the problem of access to 
a script with digital support but it compromises the Tsakonian pronunciation. Maxim 
Kisilier explains that “unfortunately, the fairy tales … do not use Costakis‟ diacritics. 
Therefore, the children lose the Tsakonian pronunciation” (2009: 5, translation mine).  
A third orthographic model which has also recently re-emerged
11
 is the use of the 
Modern Greek alphabet with the use of digraphs in place of the diacritics used in the 
first model which would also solve the digital problem. A version of this model is 
supported by Maxim Kisilier (2016: 85) who explains that “Costakis‟ alphabet … is 
totally inapplicable for corpus because it makes use of particular diacritics that is [sic] 
absent from standard fonts” and therefore he claims that “a different alphabet is 
required”. Keeping in line with Russian linguists who created a Greek-based alphabet 
for Georgian Pontic and Azov Greek he proposes the use of a simplified orthography 
stressing the fact that the user should not depend on his knowledge of Ancient Greek. 
In 2015 he introduced this version to the Community who did not show approval most 
likely due to its divergence from standard Greek orthography. This would mean, in 
their mind, that they would have to forfeit the prestige associated with the Modern 
Greek writing system with which they want Tsakonian to be identified [personal 
communication, 21 July, 2016]. Also, introducing a different spelling system might 
cause confusion to younger learners who still have not mastered the writing rules in 
their first language.  
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Table 1. Graphization initiatives for Tsakonian 
 
  1st Model 2nd Model 3rd Model 
IPA Symbol IPA Transcription Diacritics No Marking Digraphs 
Aspirated 
Stops 
    
/kʰ/ /ˈkʰratsʰe/ „shut up‟ κ͑ράηζε̑  *κράηζε /ˈkratse/ „keys‟ κχράηζζε 
/pʰ/ /pʰu/ „how‟ π͑οσ *ποσ /pu/ „sell [1sg]‟ πχοσ 
/tʰ/ / tʰi/ „at‟ τ͑ι *τι / ti/ „your’ τχι 
Palato-
Alveolars 
    
/ʒ/ /ˈxaʒi/ „charm‟ τάζι̌ *τάζι /ˈxazi/ „hail stone’ τάζζι 
/ʃ/ /ˈiʃa/ „upper back‟ ίσ̌α *ίσα /ˈisa/ „straight’ ίσσα 
/tʃʰ/ /ˈtʃʰita/ „Tuesday‟ τσ̌ίηα *τσίηα /ˈtsita/ „clothes’ τσσίηα 
* These letters have phonemic values which are in contrastive distribution to their marked 
counterparts. Note: This table represents only a sample of the contrastive phonemes in the language.  
 
As we can see from the above, “unplanned” language planning has attempted to 
fulfill needs that “planned” language planning has failed to meet. There has not been 
any community language planning to see to the digitization of the language. This 
would involve the selection of one standard script for the language adopted by the 
Community for its inclusion in a universal encoded character set standard. The result 
is the emergence of diverse scripts arbitrarily created to meet the various needs of 
teachers, researchers, journalists, authors, linguists and non-linguists who are working 
with the language and which are now in competition with each other. As the needs of 
the language within a global community continue to rapidly change and grow it is 
imperative that these are met within the near future in order to ensure its integrity. 
 
4. The Corpus  
One of the most pressing needs for digital support of the language via a standard 
encoded script is the transcription, translation and annotation of raw data collected of 
the language in the form of audio and video recordings. This along with the 
transliteration and digitization of existing texts need to be done in a uniform manner 
with one standard script. Some of the known databases up to the present date are 
outlined below. In 1965 Eric Hamp interviewed Thanasis Costakis and collected a 
Swadesh glottochronological test list in Tsakonian which is now archived at the 
Digital Media Archive of the University of Chicago (Hamp & Costakis 1965)
12
. Even 
though it is a very small sample, it is the oldest known sound recording making it an 
invaluable record of the language at an earlier stage. In 2007 Nikos Liosis completed 
his doctoral thesis which resulted in the compilation of approximately 80 hours of 
audio recordings in Tsakonian which he granted to the Institute of Modern Greek 
Studies of the Manolis Triandaphyllidis Foundation under the auspices of the Aristotle 
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University of Thessaloniki
13
. These are in the process of being transcribed via inter-
linear annotation and will be accessible to researchers in the near future. Since 2008, 
Maxim Kisilier at St. Petersburg University has been documenting the language and 
has collected “250 hours of audio and 30 hours of video recordings” of which “the 
most interesting … were transcribed and supplied with detailed interlinear morpheme 
by morpheme glossing” now archived at the Hellenic Institute of St. Petersburg 
University and Institute for Linguistic Studies of the Russian Academy of Sciences 
(2016: 84).  
Within a scientific linguistics framework transcriptions are usually made using the 
International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) to create texts which allow further description 
of the language. However, a multi-purpose record of the language would involve its 
transcription in a standard encoded script for the use of non-linguists as well. It is 
inadvisable that the raw data mentioned above be transcribed in an arbitrary manner. 
The use of a uniform script adopted by the community would assist in the creation of 
products to be given back to the community; for example, educational materials 
created by applied linguists or digital tools created by computational linguists through 
natural language processing. The transliteration of existing texts in order for them to 
be incorporated into the language‟s corpus is also necessary otherwise an invaluable 
record of the language at an earlier stage is at risk of being lost. Kisilier adds that in 
this way “the corpus will become more diachronically representative and rich in its 
vocabulary” (2016: 85). However, it must be noted that until the archives above 
provide wider access, the sampling methods, quality of the raw data, and methods 
used for its elicitation and processing remain unknown
14
. Usually data collected for 
the purposes of descriptive linguistics does not lend itself to educational purposes for 
which an ethnographical approach within a documentary linguistics framework is 
more appropriate. As is often the case, it appears more weight has been given to the 
process of documentation and description of Tsakonian at the expense of 
revitalization. 
Raw language data provides an oral record of the linguistic systems of individual 
speakers at a fixed time and place. However, speech is transient, variable and ever 
changing. For this reason, we should not remain complacent with the existing raw data 
as data collection should be a dynamic, ongoing process and ideally with community 
involvement particularly when its main aim is language revival. This process could 
also serve as a language learning tool as in the past with primary school students 
collecting sound files of lexical items for the creation of the digital dictionary 
discussed above. The data collection process could be developed into a complete 
methodology to assist in language acquisition and revitalization efforts. This would 
involve the collection of raw data from native speakers on a one to one basis through 
guided elicitation tasks which the learners could create with the help of their teachers 
and applied linguists. This data could then be transcribed
15
, translated and annotated
16
 
with the assistance of literate native speakers and teachers. A grassroots initiative of 
this nature may have more potential for adoption by this particular rural community as 
it would allow for representation of local language varieties, for example in this case 
both the northern and southern varieties of Tsakonian which an elitist top-down 
approach to language planning may not take into consideration (Deumert & 
Vandenbussche 2003). The texts collected would form a special corpus in and of itself 
not only as a valuable written record of the language but also for use by applied 
linguists and educators to create educational materials for the classroom. This 
method
17
 could prove useful to language revival not only for the value of its end 
products but also for the learning potential provided in the process itself. At the same 
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time, it is training the “missing generation” who is called to carry the burden of 
teaching the language to the next generation (Hinton 2011). The digital support of an 
encoded standard script would be of great assistance in a project of this kind. 
 
5. Challenges in Description 
In order to determine the validity and reliability of the above scripts it is essential to 
compare them to a thorough and accurate phonological description of the language 
within a theoretical linguistics framework. The main problem is not the lack of such 
descriptions but the fact that the language has been undergoing rapid language shift 
towards Greek. This has not only resulted in a lot of variability in the data but also 
loss of some of the phonetic features (Liosis 2007) described almost a century ago 
when the first descriptions of the language took place. Also, some phonetic features, 
particularly the palatal consonants, are still “poorly described” (Kisilier & Fedchenko 
2011: 262, translation mine) and “still remain a matter of discussion” (Fedchenko 
2012: 79). For the record, such descriptions of the language to date is Agathocles 
Charalambopoulos‟ doctoral thesis (1980) on the phonological system of Tsakonian 
followed by the doctoral thesis of Nikos Liosis who did primary research on the 
affects of language death on the language basing his phonological analyses on 
Charalombolpoulos‟ analysis in 1980. Both of these scientific studies are in 
agreement with each other as to the phonemic and phonetic inventories of the 
language. However, they are not in complete agreement with the phonemic and 
phonetic inventories provided by their predecessors. This can be partly explained by 
the phenomenon of language shift discussed above. A contrastive analysis of past and 
present data needs to be made in order to examine how the language has evolved 
diachronically. One without the other will not offer a truly representative sample of 
the language. Also, local varieties (Fedchenko 2012) need to be fully described and 
accounted for in order to compile an all-inclusive phonemic inventory of the language 
to produce a valid and reliable description representative of the whole community. 
Although a prescriptive approach must be taken for the codification of the language 
towards an emerging standard which may not be all-inclusive, a thorough description 
of the language would allow applied linguists to raise awareness of these local 
differences and adapt materials accordingly.  
Even though there is need of more phonological research to support orthography 
design, a phonemic analysis of the language is beyond the scope of the present paper. 
However, what can be said is that the innate knowledge of native speakers should not 
be underestimated in these matters. Cahill and Karan (2008: 5-6) advise that 
“orthography should be based on native speaker perception, not [only] on that of 
foreign linguists”. When all is said and done, the native speakers of the language will 
determine if a script meets their needs in a practical and functional manner. They will 
be able to tell you if there are inconsistencies in orthography or the omission of 
contrastive features that would create a need for a revision of a script. Even though 
some phonemic features may have been lost due to language decline, older speakers 
might still have mental representations of these features if only in their passive 
knowledge of the language but still worthy of further study. The Community has to 
decide if they want to preserve these features and if so which script has the level of 
representation most suitable to serve this purpose.  
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6. Orthography 
Revising an established script and orthography can be even more complicated than its 
initial creation. Seifart (2006) explains that if a large number of speakers are familiar 
with a particularorthography and if it has been used to publish materials, as is the case 
for Tsakonian, its reform can have huge sociopolitical consequences.  
. One of the most important factors in the community‟s adoption of a script, and in 
turn an orthography, is how actively involved they were in its development. 
Therefore, it is crucial that all interested parties involved − linguists, teachers, 
students, governmental agencies, funding agencies − are in close contact with the 
community in the decision making process. According to Cahill and Karan (2008: 3) 
an effective orthography should be “(a) linguistically sound, (b) acceptable to all 
stakeholders, (c) teachable, and (d) easy to reproduce. These roughly can be thought 
of as scientific, political, educational, and technical aspects”. As the scientific aspect 
has already been discussed in the previous section, lets us now look at the other three. 
 
7. Pedagogical Concerns 
The community‟s adoption of an orthographic model should meet the educational 
aims for the language as outlined by acquisition planning within the greater language 
planning framework. At the local level, the main users intended for the Tsakonian 
script are Greek speaking children of school age as part of the community‟s language 
revival efforts. This is not to exclude older learners in the community who may or 
may not have any previous knowledge of the language. Defining the end user of the 
language is important in determining what Cahill and Karan (2008) call the 
„learnability‟ factor in orthographic design. They discuss the benefits of using a 
similar orthographic model to that of the end user explaining that writing systems that 
are harmonized with the official language facilitate the transfer of reading and writing 
skills from L1 to L2. However, at the same time, the benefits of harmonization need 
to be balanced with the level of representation an orthography provides which 
isanother factor that increases its „learnability‟ Cahill and Karan explain that: 
“Shallow orthographies – those with reliable sound-symbol representation 
are more easily learned than deep orthographies. Deep orthographies result 
from underrepresentation, overrepresentation (often referred to as 
overdifferentiation), inconsistencies in sound-symbol correspondences, 
silent letters, and loan words retaining unadapted spellings. Deep 
orthographies bring with them a cost to learners, teachers and education 
providers. Learners experience a higher level of frustration, resulting in 
possible demotivation or failure and increased learning time. For the 
educational system this represents increased investments of time, people 
resources and funds.” (2008: 7) 
However, due to sociolinguistic pressures to harmonize orthography with that of 
the official language many times results in under or over-representation. In this case, 
they advise that out of the two outcomes, the former should be avoided at all costs due 
to the linguistic and pedagogical reasons mentioned above. They explain that “there 
may be pressure from the national language, which does not provide symbols for 
sounds found in the local language, or perhaps the local speakers do not want 
additional symbols for a variety of reasons” (Cahill & Karan 2008: 7). Language 
planners need to consider all these factors in order to balance their benefits and 
drawbacks with regard to the pedagogical consequences of orthography design.  
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With regard to the orthographic models described above, the first model with the 
use of diacritics is a case of overrepresentation. This is due to the fact that it uses 
Modern Greek orthographic conventions which, due to historical reasons, have a 
surplus of graphemes for a single phoneme. For example, Modern Greek orthography 
uses three different graphemes and three different digraphs to represent the phoneme 
/i/. This is a case where “identity and language preservation issues … take precedence 
over transfer considerations.” (Cahill & Karan 2008: 6) Overrepresentation in this 
case would not necessarily pose a problem for educated Greek speakers. An example 
of both overrepresentation and underrepresentation is the second orthographic model 
which uses the unmarked Modern Greek alphabet. Its overrepresentation is due to the 
same reasons mentioned for the first orthographic model above. However, it is also 
underrepresented due to the fact that it uses the Modern Greek alphabet without any 
further markings for the contrastive phonemic features in the language. This is not 
advisable from a pedagogical point of view due to reasons mentioned above. The last 
orthographic model with the use of digraphs is an attempt to avoid these pitfalls. 
However, it does not take into consideration the Community‟s wish to not diverge 
from Modern Greek orthographic conventions (personal communication, 21 July, 
2016). This is not only due to the pedagogical benefits lost from not being able to 
transfer reading and writing skills from one language to the other but also the missed 
opportunity to identify with the Greek writing system for linguistic, historical and 
cultural reasons. The positive image that an established formal writing system creates 
may be undermined through the divergence from the prestigious official national 
language. As the development of a standard script and orthography will act as a 
catalyst for literacy in general, it would be wise to harmonize Tsakonian orthography 
with Modern Greek. Cahill and Karan also stress the fact that a successful literacy 
program -does not only begin and end with the adoption of a script in the community 
but it “must also deal with developing motivational, pedagogical, and post-literacy 
materials as well as assure teacher and author training, effective instruction and 
distribution of literature” (2008: 3).  
 
8. Technical Concerns 
The digitization of the language would remove the linguistic barriers to participation 
in the technological advancements of the information age and allow its universal 
access and transmission. This involves the script‟s inclusion in a universal encoding 
character set standard such as Unicode. The Unicode movement which is a computing 
industry standard by the Unicode Consortium has promoted the universal access and 
dissemination of all world‟s writing systems through their standard encoding. This 
means that there is no technical reason not to use the symbols that may have been 
created by a community for its writing system as is the case for Tsakonian. This 
would allow the transcription of raw data and transliteration of existing texts into a 
script with digital support to permit archiving and transmission of information without 
any loss. It would also allow the sharing of texts via email or the internet and as well 
as possibilities for online education, research, and publication. 
The inclusion of a script in the Unicode Standard
18
 requires the knowledge of 
various experts for its success. First, a linguist needs to create the separate distinct 
characters needed and in the present case, this is relevant only for the first 
orthographic model described above with diacritics. However, technically
19
 this is not 
a matter of simply combining precomposed characters with diacritic marks
20
 (see 
Allen et al., 2015)
21
. Also, the linguist must provide linguistic information on the 
script‟s use − naming of characters, description of phonetic values, IPA equivalents, 
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their ordering in the script to support accessibility, searching and collation. The script 
should be given for peer review by experts in the field for feedback. Then, a graphic 
designer is needed to design the special characters and glyphs. Next, an applications 
developer will develop the character repertoire (set of distinct characters), character 
code (mapping to unique character code) and character encoding (mapping to digital 
representation). The question arises if the distinct characters to the language are added 
to the existing Greek character repertoire
22
 or are to be treated separately. The 
application developer must also check for script behavior, that is how letters change 
shape and position in context. Also, they must take into consideration keyboarding 
conventions including information on data entry tools. For example, the characters 
with diacritic marks need Unicode support with full implementation at level 3 of the 
UCS. Finally, developers need testing tools and sample texts – so as to test their 
software, fonts and keyboards. When all this is done, the final feedback is from the 
users in the community. Once again, the above process is relevant only if the first 
orthographic model is adopted by the Community.  
 
9. Political Concerns 
All things considered, the most serious obstacle for the Tsakonian script is not its 
digitization, which today is basically a straightforward matter, but its 
institutionalization. There is no official status given to dialects in Greece and therefore 
there is no language policy provided for them. The legal details of language planning 
and policy is beyond the scope of the paper but it must be said that policy makers 
have to consider the social, political and economic impact on dialects due to lack of 
governmental provisions for them. Therefore, any legitimization of a script can only 
be at the local level. What is not clear is which institution has the authority to 
legitimize a script at this level and what its political ramifications are. The practical 
problem is not whether a script can be adopted for the community‟s use or included in 
a universal encoded character set but its required uniform use so as to protect its 
integrity and avoid the emergence of arbitrary scripts that end up competing with each 
other. However, it seems that for the present, the Greek national language policy 
supports the principle of „one nation, one language‟ which most probably is not going 
to change in the near future. A solution to this problem may be the support of a script 
approved by the community and by a prestigious academic institution outside of the 
community. This would consist of an elite-oriented approach to language adoption 
which should also be counterbalanced by a grassroots movement inside the 
community. Deumert and Vandenbussche (2003: 464) cautions that:  
“It is also possible that standardization − especially if it is not carried out 
with the active participation of speakers and close attention to their needs 
and interests − might actually accelerate the gradual disappearance of the 
complex spoken language ecologies which keep unstandardized languages 
alive.” 
Having ensured this support, the community should then let the laws of supply and 
demand take effect. This does not necessarily imply leaving the survival of the script 
up to chance but working towards its universal adoption through the promotion of 
literacy programs, mass media publication and accessible language resources.  
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10. Agents 
A body needs to be created to coordinate the language planning activities of the 
Community as outlined above made up of local agents and experts. Skills in project 
management are needed in the planning, coordination, implementation and assessment 
of research activities as well as funds management. A linguist or an educator, 
preferably a local native speaker with a managerial background should be in charge of 
the framework around which all the others will contribute and for the consolidation 
and management of the data. In the present case, local agents that have contributed to 
the language planning of Tsakonian is the Tsakonian Archive which, apart from its 
usual duties has published teaching materials, created a special language school and 
courses for the teaching of the language, conducted conferences and published its 
proceedings in its periodical. The local primary school has also been active with the 
collection of data, digitization and teaching of the language in the classroom. Apart 
from local agents, language planning needs the expertise of various linguists. It is 
important to understand the different roles of the linguists - acting as agents in the 
language planning process. Basically, this involves documentary linguists who collect 
data, theoretical linguists who describe the data, and applied linguists who use the 
data collected and descriptions produced to solve language problems at the local level. 
As all of these processes require different skills and resources, it is inadvisable that 
one linguist alone undertake all of these tasks. The use of separate linguists for these 
tasks would establish a system of checks and balances which would ensure the 
integrity of the processes and products of language planning. It is vital that linguists 
cooperate to ensure the community‟s interests and aims are not undermined. 
Traditionally, theoretical linguists and applied linguists take different approaches to 
solving language problems. However, it must be noted that while theoretical 
linguistics can inform language pedagogy, with the same token, theoretical linguists 
can also gain invaluable insight from the language acquisition process thus creating a 
reciprocal relationship. What is of utmost importance is that the community not only 
remain involved in all the language planning processes but also autonomous as they 
are the main stakeholders in the language long after all the experts have gone home. 
This is not to undervalue the long term relationship that linguists should have with the 
community. The Community‟s autonomy is important to ensure that they decide 
themselves what their needs are and which language goals to set to meet these. The 
experts are there to assist the Community‟s democratic decision making. They should 
be aware of but not get involved in the local politics. Ethical concerns need to be 
taken into consideration as well to ensure the rights of the community to ownership 
and access. It should be a requirement that external agents receive consent by the 
Community to ensure that their goals are in line with the community‟s. In general, this 
would involve stating their purpose, affiliation, methods, project time frame, and 
products to be given back to the community.  
 
11. Conclusion 
Within the greater framework of the community‟s language goals and planning, the 
Community needs to institutionalize a valid and reliable standard script for its 
universal use. This will ensure the language‟s uniform codification towards an 
emerging standard. This would also support the development of the Tsakonian corpus 
which in turn will promote its transmission and survival. The Community needs to 
take into consideration the scientific, educational, legal and technical aspects in their 
selection and adoption of a script and orthography which best serves their needs and 
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meets their goals. The inclusion of a standard script in a universal character encoding 
standard would promote its universal access and dissemination which in turn would 
help support the cultural, economic and intellectual development of the community. A 
democratic model of language planning is proposed where the whole community is an 
active agent in the decision making process ensuring its ownership and access to the 
processes and products created.  
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1
 Corresponding ISO 639-3, code tsd. 
2
 The term “language” herein refers to the „linguistic system‟ and not to a political or social entity. The 




 “Community” in this paper refers to all interested parties in the community of Leonidion regarding 
the Tsakonian language that is mainly: Tsakonian Archive, Tsakonian School, Tsakonian teachers and 
students, Tsakonian speakers and others. Community with a small “c” refers to all Tsakonian speakers.  
5
 (personal communication, 28 March, 2016) 
6
 IPA transcription and minimal pairs (Charalambopoulos 1980); diacritics (Costakis 1986). The author 
has chosen some of the most common digraphs used and has applied them uniformly. This is only a 
sample of the phonetic inventory. We can see here that the second orthographic model is inadequate to 
represent the language‟s sound system.  
7




 There is no mention on the site of its omission of Deffner‟s diacritics due to lack of technical support. 
10
 Eleni Manou (2010) went on to publish a Tsakonian dictionary for young learners, which does make 
use of diacritics.  
11
 Nick Nicholas points out that “transliteration based on the Greek alphabet with digraphs instead of 
diacritics has been the convention for most lay transcriptions of Tsakonian” (10 October, 2016, 
personal communication). Thiersch (1832) is the earliest record of this model. 
12
 (https://dma.uchicago.edu/collections/615)  
13
 (personal communication, 16 August, 2016) 
14
 Liosis‟ (2007) doctoral dissertation does provide relevant information on the corpus in question .  
15
 Transcriptions should be verbatim and not edited so as to be used for descriptive purposes.  
16
 Native speakers are important in the annotation process. This is where comments can be made on the 
data for example any elements noticed in language use that would give insights into a speaker‟s 
linguistic „competence‟ vs „performance‟ which could be used for prescriptive purposes. 
17
 This method was introduced on 18 March, 2016 to the Community who showed interest in its 
implementation. Its commencement is pending the inclusion of an approved standard script by the 
Community into a character encoding standard. It is based on the “Master-Apprentice Method” 
introduced by Leanne Hinton in her book “How to Keep your Language Alive.” (2002) 
18
 Otherwise officially known as Universal Coded Character Set (UCS) as defined by ISO/IEC 10646  
19
 It has recently been suggested that Unicode should not pose a problem for the encoding of the 
Tsakonian script with diacritic marks as there are existing unicode characters and diacritic marks that 
can be combined to create all the extra characters needed (Nick Nicholas, 27-11-2016, personal 
communication). The challenge lies in creating the infrastructure by applying these to keyboard 
mapping which may solve the problem locally but which may still pose a problem for their uniform 
universal use.  
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20
 See http://scriptsource.org/cms/scripts/page.php?item_id=entry_detail&uid= ktxptbccph for 




 See http://scriptsource.org/cms/scripts/page.php?item_id=entry_detail&uid= ktxptbccph for 
information on Unicode Status for Greek Script. 
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